Vocational Education and Training of Unemployed Women in Greece: An Initial Approach  by Panitsidou, Eugenia A. et al.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  69 ( 2012 )  1729 – 1736 
1877-0428 © 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Dr. Zafer Bekirogullari of Cognitive – Counselling, Research & Conference 
Services C-crcs.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.12.121 
International Conference on Education and Educational Psychology (ICEEPSY 2012) 
Vocational education and training of unemployed women in Greece: 
An initial approach 
Eugenia A. Panitsidoua1*, Maria Vastakib, Efthymios Valkanosa 
aUniversity of Macedonia, Department of Educational and Social Policy, Greece 
bKapodestrian University of Athens, Pedagogical Department of Primary Education, Greece 
 
Abstract 
The present study aimed at recording the views of unemployed women having attended Vocational Education and Training 
(VET) programmes in Greece, concerning their contribution to tackling unemployment and support for entering or reentering the 
labour market. Findings indicated that women mostly affected by unemployment in Greece are in a productive age, whilst the 
causes of female unemployment are mostly related to lack of appropriate employment, as well as family engagements. The 
contribution of VET programmes was considered valuable by most respondents, on the grounds of acquiring additional 
knowledge and skills and subsequently enhancing their employability. 
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1. Introduction 
It is widely acknowledged that the right of women to employment is of fundamental importance, providing a 
chance to personal empowerment and self-esteem enhancement. Moreover, it entails a significant economic impact, 
through exploitation of creativity and productivity of all human resources, contribution to family income and 
increase in consumption of goods and services.  
However, during recent years there has been rise in rates of unemployment both within the European Union 
(EU), as well as in Greece, where, between October 2010 and October 2011, there was registered the highest 
increase in the EU (from 13.9 % to 19.2 %) (Eurostat, 2011). Moreover, female unemployment rates in 2010, in 
Greece, were almost double compared to those of men (female unemployment: 16.2%, male unemployment: 9.9%) 
(Eurostat, 2011). Exceptionally high has been participation of women in underground economy, as well, working on 
low wages, often without social security, while additionally, they are more vulnerable to exclusion from the labour 
market.  
Thus, reframing education and training policies has prevailed as a priority within the EU, with the aim to support 
women both socially and professionally. Since 2000, investment in LLL within the EU (15 countries), has resulted 
into a 2.9 rise in the percentage of female participation in education and training courses (from 8.5% to 11.4% in 
2010) (Eurostat, 2011). Guidance and training are among positive employment policies aiming to activate the 
unemployed and promote their inclusion or reinclusion in the labour market. To this end, there have been 
established in Greece, a number of public and private bodies, providing guidance and Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) programmes to support the unemployed.  
In this context, the present study aimed at recording the views of unemployed women participating in VET 
programmes in Greece, in relation to their support for entering or reentering the labour market. Especially under the 
present economic crisis, women are among social groups greatly impacted, facing economic and professional 
insecurity, as well as personal frustrations. Therefore, promoting a comprehensive VET and counselling framework 
could account for prohibiting further disadvantaging and exclusion of women from the economic and social spheres, 
while it could foster development through unlocking their potential (Panitsidou, 2011). 
 
2. Theoretical framework 
2.1 A historic approach to gender issues 
 
According to Heater (1999), women have been among social groups deprived of civil justice from the very first 
time civil society was invented. Although during recent years there has been considerable interest in women's rights, 
women are still among groups tending to be socially excluded (Jarvis, 2004).  
The issue of women's equality dates back to antiquity, with Plato considering women equal to men. He believed 
in women’s potential to govern equally well as men, since wisdom, logic, bravery and virtue are not a matter of 
gender, but of the soul. Equally important for Plato was education, stressing that a state which does not provide for 
women’s education, resembles a man training solely his right hand (Gaarder, 1994). Unlike Plato, Aristotle 
considered women inferior, regarding them as "imperfect men". Moreover, as far as the process of reproduction was 
concerned, women were believed to have a passive role in the procreation process, resulting in the child inheriting 
only the characteristics of the male. The Aristotelian approach to female nature was adopted in the Middle Ages, 
with women considered a source of evil and thus restricted to their reproductive role.  
It is noteworthy that both Aristotle and Plato in "Politics" and "Laws" respectively, as well as Rousseau, regarded 
man as the political representative of the family. For Rousseau, women were naturally confined to the domestic 
sphere and therefore unable to be introduced as equal citizens in his ideal civil state (Wollstonecraft, 2004). 
Perceptions that girls were unable to get educated, but only destined for marriage, prevailed almost all over the 
world until the 1960’s. It was only about one hundred years ago, that Maria Montessori (1869-1952) challenged 
traditional concepts and limitations, being the first woman to study at an Italian university, while due to her 
outstanding performance, soon after her graduation she was appointed as a professor. 
Feminism was introduced in Greece at the end of the 19th century. Feminist movements have tried to help 
women escape from a disadvantaged position in the modern socioeconomic context, emphasising on female 
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cooperation to evade stereotypical perceptions and to enhance self-concept, as well as empowerment of women 
belonging to vulnerable groups, such as the unemployed, disabled women, single or divorced mothers (Vaiou & 
Stratigaki, 1989).  
In this vein, adult education became of critical importance for female empowerment in the 1980s, with research 
thoroughly addressing gender issues in non-formal education. Adult education was regarded as a means for 
“liberating” women, as well as changing stereotypes and shifting perspectives and opportunities concerning 
women’s role in modern economies (Ziogou-Karastergiou, 2006). 
2.2 Differentiations on gender and employment: The Greek context 
Among major contemporary socioeconomic problems faced by developed countries is unemployment, especially 
of women and young people (Kumar, 1984; Standing, 1981, 1983).Unemployment is defined as "the condition, 
while being capable, willing and available to work, an individual cannot find employment." (European Centre for 
the Development of Vocational Training, 1996).  
Recent research has shown that despite the improvement of quantitative indicators, such as participation in the 
labour market or higher salaries, the rates of female economic activity in Greece have been restricted to 30% -35% 
throughout the postwar period, in contrast to other European countries where there has been a significant rise 
(Symeonidou, 1998). Since 1980, there has been an increase both in female employment and unemployment, which 
has predominantly affected young women. Furthermore, women have been facing discrimination and stereotypical 
barriers in both society and the workplace, whilst discrimination phenomena have also been observed in education 
and training, which consequently tend to generate significant barriers to employment (Martin & Wallace, 1984). 
What has, thus, been taking place during recent years in Greece, is the “feminisation” of unemployment, as the 
unemployment rates among women have steadily been considerably higher compared to those of men. Moreover, 
women face higher risks of poverty, as a result of both lower wages, as well as of the shrinking of the welfare state 
(Mousourou, 2005, Ziogou-Karastergiou, 2006). In fact, women’s position in employment has been affected by 
interrelated economic and social factors, along with stereotypes and perceptions concerning a) the role of female 
income, considered complementary revenue in the family, b) skills and physical abilities of women, considered to 
lack stamina for hard work and c) stability in employment, as marriage and children impact differently on women 
and men’s careers. On these grounds, it is assumed that there are barriers to female employment, such as the "glass 
ceiling" under which advancement of women in senior positions in hierarchy is hindered by non visible barriers 
(Jackson, 2001, Loughlin, 2000).  
As far as participation in VET is concerned, in light of relevant literature, motivation to participate is directly 
related to the individual’s professional and educational background (Bowen & Fine-gan, 1969). According to 
Ziogou Karastergiou (2006), recent research has indicated that the number of women attending VET courses is 
rising, while it is directly related to age and profession. In detail, research data has depicted that the profile of the 
average attendee of VET courses is a young woman, aged 25-30, unemployed, a housewife or office employee. 
Moreover, participants initially tend to take greater interest in ICTs, Finance, Management or Accounting 
programmes, which are directly related to their professional prospects.  On a second stage, they express an interest 
to attend courses in Environment, Society or Culture, advocating for a “feminine” dimension to the promotion of 
democratic values in modern societies. 
However, the dimension of gender in the Greek VET system is a variable which has not been thoroughly studied 
(Doulkeri, 1994). The role of continuing VET to improve the position of women in the labour market has not been 
depicted, unlike that of other fields such as primary, secondary and higher education. Therefore, there is lack of data 
depicting to what extent participation in training courses has helped women to find employment or promote career 
advancement, as well as information related to their needs, desires, satisfaction, difficulties encountered and 
suggestions (KETHI, 2008). 
Furthermore, regarding quality assurance in VET and effectiveness of training programmes in Greece, significant 
structural problems have been identified, resulting in failure to meet the needs of the labour market. The main 
disadvantage of the Greek continuing VET system has been its detachment from actual needs of both employers and 
employees and lack of complementarity with initial education and training. Moreover, it has served as a substitute 
for state protection policies, instead of focusing on enhancing employment opportunities, while, additionally, it has 
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completely lacked a comprehensive evaluation framework to provide feedback and prospects for improvement 
(INE/GSEE, 2007). 
 
2.3 Impetus for further research 
Although investment in women’s VET has long been an explicit or implicit policy goal within the EU, so as to 
promote gender equality in the labour market, its returns have not been depicted in the Greek context. As stated 
above, there has been lack of empirical research in Greece, addressing issues of VET and gender equality in the 
labour market (Doulkeri, 1994). Furthermore, research in the field of VET has not been of primary focus, as it has 
not been actually regarded as a means to combat unemployment and promote employment.  
The fact that development of the Greek VET system has primarily been funded by the European Social Fund 
(ESF) has resulted in interventions undertaken mainly on the basis of absorption of EU funds and not on actual 
demands of the labour market (Panitsidou, 2008). Additionally, there has not been systematic collection of statistical 
data, which could enable development of quantitative indicators to determine both demand, as well as assessment of 
results and impact of interventions (Baloti, 1996). 
In this vein, the present study sought to record the views of unemployed women having attended VET 
programmes in Greece, concerning their contribution to tackling unemployment, so as to serve as a reference 
framework in improving planning and delivery of VET courses and the promotion of VET policies and services to 
combat female unemployment and enhance social cohesion. 
 
 
3. The study 
3.1 Aim of the study 
 
The present study aimed at recording views of unemployed women having attended VET programmes in Greece, 
concerning their contribution in combating unemployment and support to entering or reentering the labour market. 
On a second level it sought to provide for suggestions which could serve as a reference framework for policy 
making and improve interventions in the field of VET. In particular the research questions underpinning the study 
sought to identify: 
• What are the expectations of unemployed women regarding the benefits to emanate from their participation 
in VET programmes? 
• What are the characteristics sought by unemployed women in a VET programme, considered apt to enhance 
their competitiveness in the labour market? 
Furthermore, the study sought to enlighten the following issues: 
• The causes that lead to female unemployment. 
• The processes followed by unemployed women to seek for employment. 
• Whether the VET programmes offered in Greece meet the needs and aspirations of unemployed women. 
 
3.2 Questionnaire construction 
 
To conduct the study the questionnaire was selected as the most appropriate tool to address a wide statistical 
sample, overcoming time and space constraints, ensuring anonymity of respondents, enhancing objectivity and 
validity of data, and providing an overview of the research topic, which would be difficult to achieve with other 
research techniques (Gall, Borg & Gall, 1996, Cohen & Manion, 1994). The questionnaire was structured in two 
sections; the first comprising demographic data, while the second consisting of 14 open and closed questions, 
allocated in three conceptual structures: professional background, unemployment and VET. 
To ensure internal consistency of the questionnaire, a pilot testing was conducted with a random sample of 10 
individuals. The questionnaires were administered by the researcher, while the reactions of the participants were 
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recorded upon their consent. The overall response to the questionnaire was quite positive, recording favourable 
comments regarding functionality of the design and clarity of questions.  
  
3.3 Sampling 
 
The data was retrieved through questionnaires administered to a random sample of 105 individuals from various 
regions of Greece out of a population of 264.900 of unemployed women (ELSTAT, 2009).  More specifically, 
women in the sample were unemployed at the time of the research, attending or having attended VET programmes 
in the past. To ensure sample representativeness, stratified sampling was applied, with respect to urban, semi-urban 
and rural areas, so as to depict variations on socio-economic traits of Greek communities, likely to influence the 
data.  
It should be noted that 101 valid questionnaires were retrieved. 
 
3.4 Data analysis  
 
The quantitative data that derived from the questionnaires underwent analysis by descriptive statistical methods 
(frequencies and percentages, indicators of central tendency and dispersion). For the statistical analysis SPSS v. 15.0 
statistical package was used.  
Moreover, content analysis of responses (Berelson, 1971) in the open questions was conducted, while emphasis 
was put on qualitative processing of responses. 
 
4. Findings 
In light of the research findings, the majority of participants in the sample were married with one or two children, 
being upper-secondary education graduates, aged from 25 to 54, while they had a good knowledge of English and 
were computer literate (Table 1).  
 
Table 1. Profile of average participant in the sample 
 
Demographic Characteristics Profile % 
Age group 25-50 years 76.23% 
Marital status Married 63.37% 
Number of children 1-2 60.39% 
Education background Upper secondary education 53.47% 
Employment Urban  74.25% 
ICT Literate 55.45% 
 good knowledge 57.89% 
Foreign Languages  English 84.06% 
 good knowledge 56.34% 
 
 
A significant percentage of the women in the sample (39.18%) lost their employment after a working period 
ranging from 1 to 5 years. It is noteworthy, however, that a respectively high percentage of respondents (26.8%) had 
never been employed. In their query for a job, most women relied either on personal contacts (35.21%) or Public 
Employment Offices (34.51%). In the event of employment, as anticipated, most respondents expressed preference 
(66.34%) for full employment, on the grounds of a higher salary and better career prospects.  
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Concerning the unemployment period, 40.59% of the participants in the study had been long unemployed (over 4 
years), while 20.79% had been out of work for a period of 1 to 12 months. Another finding, depicting the difficult 
situation many women have been facing, is the fact that a high percentage of respondents were not on 
unemployment benefits (41.58%) at the time of the research.  
According to the data, the two main reasons for remaining in unemployment, were lack of appropriate 
employment (23.57%) (structural unemployment) and family constrains, such as childcare, divorcing etc. (22.86%). 
It was made evident that both the requirements of over-specialisation in the labour market, as well as increased 
family obligations were among core parameters that affected female unemployment, while redundancy, age, lack of 
expertise or lack of working experience had a role to play, as well. It would, thus, be of particular interest to 
undertake further research to provide more insight in possible causes of female unemployment and long-term 
unemployment in Greece, such as discrepancies between VET and the labour market, or unwillingness of women to 
be employed in a field out of their special interests. 
As far as attending of VET programmes was concerned, most of the women in the sample (55.45%) reported to 
have participated in more than one VET programmes. Some of the thematic fields of the courses attended fell under 
ICTs, cooking, organic farming, organising of cultural events, water management, sales and e-commerce. An 
impressive 86.11% of the respondents were enthusiastic about their participation in VET programmes, reporting an 
encouraging environment and well-qualified tutors, factors which enabled them to enrich knowledge and get 
specialised training.  
The main reason for participating in VET was anticipation to enrich knowledge and skills (66,98%), while 
respondents’ expectations after completion of the programme were mostly related to acquisition of additional 
qualifications which could enhance their prospects for finding a job (30.39%). Thus, the issue of certification was 
considered by almost all attendees (82.18%) of primary importance. Of course, leading under a period of economic 
recession, the allowance provided during participation in VET programmes was a significant incentive for 
attendance (27.45%), as well. 
In relation to the suggestions provided by respondents for improvement of VET programmes, the following 
issues were identified though content analysis of the data: 
• Increase of information provided on available jobs. 
• Widening of practical training within companies and organisations. 
• Provision of flexibility in the attendance of VET programmes. 
• Enhancement of the homogeneity of classes on the basis of common interests of participants. 
• Increase of teaching time. 
• Evaluation of participants after completion of the programme. 
Furthermore, suggestions were formed by respondents on thematic fields to be focused upon by future VET 
programmes: 
a. Health and cosmetic medicine 
b. Ecology 
c. Economy 
d. Decorating 
e. Hairdressing 
f. ICTs 
g. Legal issues 
h. Foreign languages 
 
5. Reflections & concluding remarks 
The present study sought to record views of unemployed women having attended VET programmes, concerning 
their support to finding employment. Given that female unemployment in Greece reached 16.2% in 2010 (Eurostat, 
2011), unemployed women have become excessively vulnerable, whilst, moreover, they often face stereotypical and 
discriminatory behaviours, both in their social and professional contexts. 
In light of rising unemployment rates during the last decades, VET programmes have been regarded both by 
policy makers, as well as by unemployed women, as “Ariadne’s thread” out of the “maze” of unemployment. In the 
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same vein, an important conclusion drawn from the present study is the fact that VET provision is a significant tool 
in combating unemployment, especially for individuals with cognitive deficiencies. 
Findings of the study, summarised below, could serve as a reference framework for VET providers, as well as 
policy makers, so as to improve and widen the services provided.  
An issue of political interest is the fact that the age of most unemployed women in the study ranged between 20 
and 40, undoubtedly the most productive period in an individual’s lifetime. Moreover, the majority of participants 
were secondary education graduates, which is a rather limiting parameter in finding employment, as mandates of the 
modern labour market call for increased qualifications. Additionally, there has been recorded a tendency for 
movement of the unemployed to major urban centres, where the chances for finding employment are increased. 
Another significant finding is the fact that most women in the sample were overwhelmed by long-term 
unemployed, while they mostly relied on personal acquaintances for finding employment. At the same time, there 
has been a tendency to address public employment offices, a procedure, however, which most times was proven 
fruitless and thus, disappointment prevailed among respondents. Moreover, among obstacles for female 
employment, there has been lack of an employment framework in Greece, which would facilitate women to meet 
their family obligations, as well. 
As regards VET programmes, their primary aim has been to provide unemployed women with knowledge and 
skills which could enhance their employability. Yet, according to present findings, along with acquiring additional 
qualifications, respondents have regarded the financial aid provided during attendance of VET courses as an 
incentive of significant importance. Provision of counselling has not been depicted as a vital component of 
participation in VET, even though a comprehensive programme should cater for advice on access to employment, as 
well. 
Furthermore, although there have been significant improvements in Greece, regarding the organisation and 
provision of VET programmes by various public and private bodies, further initiatives and targeted action should be 
undertaken in order to respond to modern requirements of both the labour market and rising rates of unemployed 
women. To this end, an important parameter to be seriously taken into account is the dimension of gender (regarding 
family obligations, learning objects etc.), during both planning and implementation of training programmes. 
In conclusion, the present study was an initial approach to the impact of VET courses in Greece, with respect to 
their contribution in tackling female unemployment. Findings have highlighted various significant aspects, while 
moreover they have depicted the necessity of undertaking further research in the field, so as to promote efficiency of 
courses provided and enhance employability of participants. 
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